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erineb ümbritsevate põldude omast tervelt aastatuhande võrra.































































Ancient  fields  and  field  systems  can  be  studied  archaeologically 
through features such as field fences, plough marks, clearance cairns, and 
baulks associated with stone clearing. Field systems constitute the mate-
rial aspect of land use systems (i.e. the regulated use of farming land), and 
they can be used to draw conclusions about the system as a whole and the 
ownership relations that governed it. Three main types of fossil fields can 
be distinguished: clearance cairn fields, block-shaped fields (subdivided 
into three sub-groups), and strip fields.
Clearance cairn fields constitute a field system where individual field 
plots are not separated by monumental stone or earthen fences and the 
only remains of which are stone cairns (Fig. 1). However, such fields and 
their individual parts must have also had some fences to protect crops 
from animals. These were probably light wooden fences that could be eas-
ily relocated and which have left no traces in the ground. Clearance cairns 
are usually round or oval-shaped stone heaps 3–5 m in diameter. A group 
can consist of tens or hundreds of such heaps, and the fields covered with 
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them can range from tens to hundreds of hectares. On the basis of avail-
able data, clearance cairn fields were the widely used field system in Esto-
nia from the Late Bronze Age until the modern times. 
Also the so-called forest (or brushwood) fields that served as additional 
fields to permanent fields in villages were usually of clearance cairn type. 
Such forest fields were located at some distance from the villages and cul-
tivated in a slash-and-burn technique. Some forest fields are mapped and 
excavated at Jalase (Fig. 6), dated from the 14th–16th centuries.
In the case of block-shaped fields, the plots are fully or partially sepa-
rated from each other by baulks of soil, stones, or both. Based on their 
morphology and chronology,  the block-shaped fields are divided  into 
three types – so-called Baltic, Celtic, and proper block-shaped fields. Bal-
tic fields is a conventional term for early field systems which occur around 
the Baltic Sea; they can be treated as predecessors to the morphologically 
more advanced Celtic fields. In Estonia the Baltic field systems have only 
been thoroughly studied at Saha-Loo (Fig. 2). The investigations showed 
that the field complex there was built in an unorganized way over a long 
period of time. According to radiocarbon dates, the first fields at Saha-Loo 
were already established in the 14th–11th centuries B.C., and the clearing 
and cultivation continued until the turn of our era. 
The main morphological peculiarity of the Celtic fields compared to 
the Baltic fields is the regularity and uniformity in the shape, size, and 
position of the plots, and the small number of stone heaps. The size of 
the plots is more or less similar to those of the Baltic fields, which distin-
guishes them from the later block-shaped fields (which are up to ten times 
larger). The Celtic fields that have been studied in more detail in Estonia 
are located at Proosa (Fig. 3) and Rebala. The former is radiocarbon dated 
to a period that spans from the 6th–5th centuries BC to the 1st century 
AD; the latter belongs to 1st century BC–1st century AD. 
The proper block-shaped fields are well known from maps of the 17th–
19th centuries; some of them have an extremely irregular lay-out resem-
bling very much the Baltic fields of the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages; 
some others are built more regularly. The only difference can be that the 
medieval parcels usually have bigger dimensions  than the prehistoric 
ones. According to archaeological data, the dimensions of parcels started 
to increase in the late prehistoric times, in the 11th–13th centuries at the 
latest (Kõpu) but most likely already in the earlier times. The fossil fields 
of Ilmandu (Fig. 4) belong to modern times.
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Strip fields (common fields) are also known from old cadastral maps; 
they were the dominating field systems in Europe in the medieval and 
modern times. This system can be characterized by the subdivision of 
large common fields into long narrow strips separated from each other by 
baulks or ditches. According to recent archaeological studies, the estab-
lishment of strip-field systems took place in Estonia already in the late first 
millennium AD. The Uusküla fields were established in the 10th–12th cen-
turies or even slightly earlier. Still older dates (7th–9th cc.) were obtained 
from the excavations of strip fields at Võhma, which is the neighbouring 
village to Uusküla.
  When studying fossil fields one can also draw conclusions con-
cerning the social developments (ownership rights) and cultivation tech-
niques. According to our understandings, the Late Neolithic and Early 
Bronze Age land use systems in Estonia can be treated as dispersed culti-
vation or rotating slash-and-burn cultivation. Small and temporary slash-
and-burn fields did not leave any significant traces in the landscape; nei-
ther could such a land use permanently influence ownership relations. In 
the course of time the settlement network gradually became denser and 
farmers had to manage with a smaller amount of land. By the beginning 
of the Late Bronze Age, the population density in northern and western 
Estonia reached a state where the use of arable land had to be much more 
regulated. Thus, land scarcity was the factor that led to a more effective 
territorial strategy and ownership relations became fixed in the landscape 
in certain areas. Monumental and permanent structures, mostly stone-
cist graves and field systems, were used to indicate that the land belonged 
to a certain family or kin group. It must be emphasized that the establish-
ment of the field systems reflected private ownership of arable land where 
the prevailing settlement unit was a single household, but common lands 
(forests, meadows and pastures) and water bodies were probably in com-
munal use.
Social relations based on private ownership, which resulted in greater 
social stratification, changed along with the gradual development of the 
first block-shaped fields during the Late Bronze Age. The existing land 
use system, which was characterized by a number of plots separated by 
baulks, was also useful for measuring the land (in order to estimate the 
time required for fieldwork, the amount of seed grain needed, the pro-
portion of different varieties of grain, and the amount of the harvest). 
The elite (chief) may have used the measurements to establish the obli-
gations of each household, and this is why the plots had to be compara-
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ble in size. Perhaps the taxation of arable land explains why the irregular 
and unplanned plots of the ancient fields started to become more regular 
in shape and similar in size over time. The Saha-Loo fields, where sectors 
which were used for a long time had a regular pattern, and the later Proosa 
and Rebala fields that had a more regular layout and did not contain ran-
dom stone heaps, illustrate this development.
From the existence of strip fields it is possible to draw two important 
conclusions. First, as this system reflects the division of a common field 
within a settlement unit, these units had to consist of more than only one 
farm. Consequently, in the case of strip fields one is dealing with culti-
vated lands of hamlets and villages instead of single farms. Second, the 
system reflects the use of a more advanced plough – one that was able to 
turn over the soil. In the eastern Baltic region, such a plough was a forked 
plough, the distribution of which was earlier dated mostly after the 12th 
century. The available dates from the strip fields prove that the forked 
plough was most likely taken into use in the last centuries of the first mil-
lennium AD.
Not enough research has been carried out to surmise how the land use 
systems developed during the Roman Iron Age. It is clear that the clear-
ance cairn fields were still created, as the few dates obtained from stone 
heaps indicate. Block-shaped fields dating to the Roman Iron Age have not 
yet been discovered. As the development of the block-shaped fields con-
tinued in later prehistoric and historical times, there is reason to believe 
that such systems were also used in the interim.
Further research into fossil fields will be focused on less investigated 
areas of central and southern Estonia. Special attention will be paid on the 
techniques and social background of slash-and-burn agriculture (includ-
ing experiences), which in some areas was practiced until the 20th cen-
tury. 
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